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commanders, picked from officers he scarcely knew and not, therefore, necessarily
the best choices available. General Cunningham', selected to lead the newly-formed
Eighth Army, had conducted a sparkling campaign in East Africa against the Italians
but had no experience of handling armor, while General Ritchie, who later replaced
him, had not commanded in battle since 1918.

Auchinleck’s strong suit was his refusal to be prodded into premature action by
Churchill, who was over-fond of firing off peremptory telegrams of detailed
instruction to commanders in the field. After consideration of what he found, he
decided that there could be no offensive action by the desert army until its strength
had been built up and some vital training carried out, which meant early November
before battle could be resumed. During this period Rommel, too, was consolidating,
training and building up his strength and generally getting ready to drive into Egypt.
But Tobruk was 2 thorn in his side since it was a constant potential source of a
cutting-off flank attack, and moreover it was an attractive goal because it would
give Rommel a supply harbor much closer to his front than Tripoli and thus reduce
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1 Andrew Browne Cunningham (1883-1963), British naval officer, who received high honors for his services in
the Boer War (1899-1902), World War I (1914-1918), and World War II (1939-1945).
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the Panzers, everybody would meet at Tobruk and relieve the garrison there, and the
whole force would then sweep to the west, overcome the Axis defenses in the
Gazala area and drive the remnants of the German and Italian forces out of
Cyrenaica once again.

According to the best intelligence estimates British armor outnumbered Axis
armor by a significant degree; the British now had 736 tanks in first-line condition,
while the Germans had 240 assorted Panzers, the Italians 150 medium and 160 light
tanks, a grand total of 550 vehicles. Unfortunately the British armor was not to be
employed as a mass, but was split up across the arena, largely due to the demand
for armoured support from the various infantry formations. The 4th Armoured
Brigade Group was part of XXX Corps and was to locate itself close to the New
Zealand Division; but the 7th Armoured Brigade, accompanied by the 22nd
Armoured Brigade (which had just arrived in the theater and had no experience of
warfare) was to drive out into the desert and, instead of going hell-for-leather' for
Tobruk, was to come to a stately halt after the first day’s cruising and take up
defensive positions around Gabr Saleh, an entirely unnoteworthy piece of desert
about one third of the distance between the frontier and Tobruk. Here, it was
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1 extremely quickly and often recklessly (informal)
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position, but then the German artillery arrived and began to add its weight to the
battle. Soon the British were being forced back, leaving 26 tanks wrecked. At this
moment 22nd Armoured Brigade, having finally disentangled themselves from Bir el
Gubi and refueled, arrived on the scene, and this sudden reinforcement was enough
to make the Germans pull back under cover of strong artillery fire. Darkness fell
and the two forces separated and settled down for the night.

Battle lines are drawn at Sidi Rezegh

At Sidi Rezegh things had begun to hum. The Afrika Regiment which had
repelled the exploratory attack on the previous day had called for reinforcements
and artillery and infantry had been sent to strengthen their position. At dawn on 20
Novemenr this force felt sufficiently confident to mount a sharp attack on the
airfield positions of 7th Armoured Brigade, though this was beaten off. Then
another and heavier attack was launched by the Germans, this time aided by heavy
artillery fire, and it became obvious that 7th Armoured, on their open airfield, were
a sitting target. The second attack was also beaten off, but for the rest of the day
there was sporadic shelling of anything which looked remotely military around the
airfield. Cunningham had ordered an attack on the German position, but it was now
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Brigade would take time to arrive, since they would need to hand over to 22nd
Guards, but 5th SA Brigade were to move as quickly as possible so that they could
thicken up the Rifle Brigade position on the ridge; there were indications that

German forces were building up and might be preparing to attack.

The battle for Sidi Rezegh

Before the South Africans could even begin to move, however, the First Battle
of Sidi Rezegh began. At 1415 fifty panzers were seen to be advancing from the
west, with more tanks crowding along behind them and their usual accompanying
anti-tank guns rolling along on their flanks. The first line of British defense was the
guns of 4th Regiment RHA', and these were soon in action at point-blank range.
Though they fired valiantly and took a toll of the advancing armor, the relentless
pressure was bound to overcome them shortly unless relief arrived. And,
surprisingly, relief did arrive, just in time. 22nd Armoured Brigade came roaring in
from their desert tour, across the airfield, between the guns, and began to engage the

panzers.
It was a short-lived relief; 22nd Armoured were rapidly shattered by the mass
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1 Abbreviation for Royal Horse Artillery.
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careful not to damage any of the hospital facilities, were careful not to run over men
lying on the ground, and generally went out of their way to avoid any damage to
the non-combatants. But no sooner had the tank battle moved away than German
infantry followed up and the entire hospital was made prisoners. Brigade
Headquarters, some distance behind the Field Hospital, was made prisoner shortly
afterwards.

Eventually the Germans secured the entire area and the Panzers pushed through
to make contact with the German infantry holding the northern edge of the arena.
Sth South African Brigade lay shattered, but the cost to the Germans had been
terribly high, some 60 or 70 tanks and a high proportion of their battle-seasoned
officers and senior NCOs'. What was left of the mixed British and South African
force withdrew southwards; 7th Armoured Division now had about 70 tanks in
running order. General Cunningham now realized that he no longer had the
overwhelming superiority in armor with which he had begun the battle, and if
Rommel maneuvered so as to get between the British and the Egyptian frontier there
would be nothing to stop him driving straight to Cairo. The decision had to be
taken; either continue the battle in hope of recouping something, or disengage
entirely and withdraw back to Egypt. Disinclined to take such a responsibility,
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1 Abbreviation for Non-Commissioned Officer
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Tobruk perimeter. XXX Corps was given this task and was to be made up from 7th
Armoured Division, 1st South African Brigade, 22nd Guards Brigade and 4th Indian
Division who were to be relieved on the frontier by 2nd South African Division.
But before this advance could take place it would be necessary to eliminate a strong
German position some six miles north of Bir el Gubi. 1lth Indian Brigade,
supported by armor was sent to do this, but the attack failed and the Indians

suffered heavy casualties.

Rommel's weaknesses

Rommel, for his part, was acutely aware of his forces still left on the frontier,
and so leaving a strong force to watch the British around Sidi Rezegh, he sent out
two columns eastwards to clear the lines of communication to his frontier positions.
Both these were spotted from the air; the northern column was ambushed and
destroyed by 5th New Zealand Division, while the southern was similarly caught
and destroyed by 4th Indian Division.

Having seen the failure of this move, Rommel now decided on an all-out attack
against the British force near Bir el Gubi. Stripping the masking troops from the
eastern Tobruk perimeter, and ordering 15 and 21 Panzer plus the Ariete and Trieste
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use for their original purpose of accompanying and supporting infantry. It is likely
that the future will show that the true tactical descendant of the original tank is
actually today’s ‘ infantry fighting vehicle’, but this is, as yet, a matter of
speculation.

The next important lesson to be extracted from Crusader is that of
organization. For reasons which are involved and would demand very long and
detailed explanation, the British forces in the desert became convinced that the
division—that building brick of armies—was an unwieldy formation, and the
fashion for ‘Brigade Groups’, ‘Battle groups’. ‘Columns’, and other fragmented
formations took over. As a result, British formations tended to be fed into battle
piecemeal, battalions and brigades at a time, chewed up, and replaced by more of
the same. On the other side the Germans kept their divisions together as much as
possible, rarely broke them down into smaller formations and then only for special
purposes, and thus managed to produce more power at the point of decision. As a
side-issue from this fragmentation of formations, the British also demolished their
artillery organization; instead of a divisional artillery which could be switched
around from target to target with massive effect, regiments and batteries were
detached and sent hither and thither about the desert in formations too small to
ETWHILFZE, BAREHBORE MR EHE, AR Z M 885500
A, HETEH KRB 5 — W v L%EﬁﬁAﬂTA+$ﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁ H K
HABIE sty & % TR, WA PREE R SRR P X — AR i i A 14
oAb RKBETRE RN, HIEMRFEEI ISR AR RS PR RS KM R
", (HX7E HETde R EHERme .

TFFEHMT AT EEWHIEENARRE . b THESHEIURMIEA
WRRMIEA, W E RIS, VKA TE A B L R — AR S5
W, FUCARBATEEA “AR”. CECERET. COABNT Rl J A A0 R R BT AR Z .
R, RERXKETAER T RBETERBAG, —KILDEILK, A
AHK, NEREAMBIMENA, B—Tr, BERMRBLMESE—&E, R
DRI BB/ N R, BRAE A T AR IR M H a2 4h, B TR 1R E B B REE
AT, SEEBEER TSRS, RFECTH TRy, BE LA
R b AW RS B AR BUR K AT — S R RN, TR R A SR

63



[enteonsa

FT 4% & 8,45

8RR R, REET 1942 4 10 J 2 11 7 7ER K TR S 1 K X548
BERGHI. 19404412 B, SEENERRELS, 8F 28, BERRE
EAEMERE, HWEE, 19924 6 A, RERFEHILREUAARAED
BThi S Bh4, 8 A, HEFLMEALRES 8 LM ERS, FTF AL fmiE
&, ERFAUILE, ARABH IS, HRET, WEERHER 1A, 5
Mk, A28 A, EREK, HARLE. 4, EEEIHBFHRERE, £l
3k, . BERB IR, SENRIOTRA, HARME. 10023 A, %
FEEEGRBARRELR, REY WAL T AR, BEER<F
PR, WMREHARBERDY. 11 A 2 ARESHERE S MH ZRHERHEDR, &
FTHES. BELERHITIFHRO, MR ANR, WEERBEFZH. 4
H, MESEEM. RERKEBES, HE, BERESF. REK, £ &
FEHTH2AN, #IF3TEA, KREHGT 135 TA. RS BEES kit
RAB PR RN S, ARG EINELFEBIIREFE.

67



aware of a British superiority of 2 to 1 in tanks when, in fact, it was nearer 2 and a
half to I overall (including 300 Italian tanks) and 5 and a half to 1 counting
Germans alone. And the Royal Air Force now dominated the air, making the
Luftwaffe’s despairing efforts appear puny by comparison. While in Rome, Rommel
told Mussolini that unless the supply position was improved the Axis would have to
get out of North Africa, but he sensed his failure to transmit the gravity of the
situation and in Berlin he recoiled before a wall of blind optimism and false
promises.

At the front, meanwhile, all Panzerarmee' could do was prepare an even denser
fortified area in the neck between the sea and the Qattara Depression’, based on the
prime consideration that, if they were driven out into the open, they would be
overwhelmed for lack of sufficient vehicles or fuel to withdraw or fight a mobile
rearguard action. Thus they planned to hold each piece of ground at all costs,
cleaning up each enemy penetration with an immediate counterattack.

The German system of defense which evolved was not unlike that to be found
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1 German armoured force (Panzer: a German armoured unit, literally “coat of mail” in German).

2 Qattara Depression, desert basin in the northeastern Sahara, northwestern Egypt. It is largely a sandy region
with salt lakes and marshes: because it is impassable to vehicles, the Qattara Depression was important during
World War I (1939-1945) as the southern end of the British defense lines at Al *Alamayn (El *Alamein).
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his troops could be dealt with more or less at leisure.

The Army Commander had laid down three basic fundamentals which would
govern the preparatory period. These were: leadership, equipment, training. He soon
put the first matter in order, and the re-equipment of the army was going well. But
early in October he realized that the training of the army was still below what was
required and in view of this weakness made one of his rapid decisions. He would
alter the conception of the plan so that instead of first going all out to destroy the
enemy’s armour, he would eat away the enemy’s holding troops—who were for the
most part unarmored—and use our armor to stop the enemy from interfering.
Without their infantry divisions to hold the line, providing firm bases for their
mobile forces, the enemy’s armor would be at a grave disadvantage and their supply
routes would be constantly threatened. It was unlikely that they would stand idly by
while this ‘crumbling’ process was going on, and so it was probable that would
force his armor to attack us, which, once we were in a position to receive it, would
be to our advantage.

The final plan in outline as given out by the Army Commander on October 6
was as follows:

® Main attack by 30th Corps in the north on a front of four divisions [to
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secure a bridgehead—objective ‘ Oxalic’ —beyond the enemy’s main defended
zone ]. Two corridors were to be cleared through the minefields, and through these
lanes 10th Corps was to pass.

@ 13th Corps in the south was to stage two attacks. One directed on Himeimat
and the Taqa feature. The other into the area of Gebel Kalakh and Qaret el Khadim.
These attacks were to be made with the primary object of misleading the enemy and
thereby containing forces that might otherwise be used against 30th Corps.

® Both the above corps were to destroy the ememy holding the forward
positions.

@ 10th Corps was to deploy itself [to a line * Pierson’, just west of
‘Oxalic’ ] so as to prevent 30th Corps’ operations from being interfered with. And
its final object [by an advance to area ‘Skinflint’ ] was the destruction of the
enemy’s armor.

® The attack was to start at night during the full moon.

The artillery plan was very carefully prepared. We would go into battle with
great gun power and considerable supplies of ammunition. The battle was to open
with a very heavy counter-battery bombardment, and then most of our artillery
would concentrate on the enemy defenses by barrage and concentrations.
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took place at night, and we had special dummy vehicles made under which guns
could be concealed. All moves forward were of course rigidly controlled, and slit
trenches were dug and camouflaged at night in which the assault infantry could be
concealed.

The next task was to make the enemy think that the main attack would be
launched in the southern sector. This, I might add, was not very popular with 13th
Corps, but they nobly accepted the plan for the common good. Besides various
other methods adopted, we built large dummy dumps away to the south, and also a
dummy pipe line and water installations. It was so arranged that the work would
appear to the enemy to be aimed at completion a week or two after the actual date
of our attack. Finally on the night of the attack itself the wireless traffic of the
headquarters of an armored division was so employed as to indicate that a large
move of armored forces was taking place in the southern sector.

On the night of the 23rd we arranged for a feint landing to take place behind
the enemy’s lines. About 4 pm a convoy sailed westwards out of Alexandria. After
dark ness all but a few fast craft put back, but those remaining staged a dummy
landing. Shelling of the coast, mortar and machine-gun fire, and light signals were
used. It was timed to take place about three hours after our attack had started, and it
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learned gone into' very carefully by the various commanders. And by the end of the
third week in October we realized that all these vast preparations were successfully
reaching their conclusion. From the staff point of view there was a healthy
slackening of the tempo of work, denoting that the stage was now set.

Montgomery had been indefatigable, and had satisfied himself that all was in
readiness. He very rightly had decided that in order to get the best out of his troops
it was necessary for them to know the whole plan so that they would realize how
their particular contribution fitted in with the general scheme of things.

On October 19 to 20 he addressed all officers down to lieutenant-colonel level
in 30th,13th and 10th Corps. It was a real tour de force. These talks were some of
the best he had ever given, clear and full of confidence. He touched on the enemy
situation, stressing their weaknesses, and said he was certain a long ‘dog-fight’ or
‘killing match’ would take place for several days— ‘it might be ten’. He then
gave details of our great strength, our tanks, our guns, and the enormous supplies of
ammunition available. He drummed in the need never to lose the initiative, and how
everyone—everyone—must be imbued with the burning desire to  ‘kill Germans’.
‘Even the padres—one per weekday and two on Sundays!’ This produced a roar.
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